Feeding for low weigh-backs in high-producing herds
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important to reduce feed costs without
negatively affecting cow production,
health or reproduction.

One of the areas of focus for
reducing feed costs is the amount '
of feed weigh-backs (refusals, orts) -

generated daily on the farm. Previous
management recommendations of

keeping a weigh-back of about 5
percent is no longer feasible in the F E E D M l x E R KN lv E s
current economic environment. At .
current feed costs of 12.5 cents pet Standard and High Performance Styles
pound of dry matter (DM), overfeeding
a high-production cow 3 to 5 percent
extra increases daily feed costs by 20
to 40 cents per day, or $73 to $146
per year. Part of that expense may be
recovered if the weigh-backs are fed to
other groups of animals (such as late- Lowest Prices & Lﬂrgﬁﬂ Selection!
lactation cows, heifers or dry cows) or
sold to other beef or heifer operations;
however, the value of the weigh-backs
iy s th the ool TR SPFH HEADER ADAPTERS
In addition, during warm weather
(May to September), the weigh-backs | Attach a Corn Head to a Forage Harvester
sometimes have to be discarded due to : —— e
spoilage. Therefore, there are economic
benefits of feeding for low weigh-backs
as long as overall cow performance is
not affected.
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Research update

Three recent research studies
showed that this strategy is becoming
more popular in the dairy industry:

An observational study conducted

by the University of Guelph evaluated
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Take your feeding weigh-back rate, respectively. In

' addition, the feedbunk management
) strategy did not affect number of meals
E I \ per day (7.7) or DM intake per meal

H__Yuu ].lhave increased (7.5 pounds).
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o 3.5 percent; minimum 0.87 percent
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Researchers from Ohio State
University evaluated the short-term
DM variation in corn and haycrop
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silage, DM was most variable, with an
average range of 11.8 units (3.4 to 19.1).

Recommendation: Test silages daily
and adjust DM if the new estimation
differs by more than 1 percentage point

inte rnaﬁon al from the previous DM.

Feeding accuracy
Researchers from Virginia Tech
, demonstrated that 4 percent of all
A N I M A L P R OT E I N TMR loads were underfed by more
! than 400 pounds in nine dairy farms
o g located in the Chesapeake Bay. On the
H e m 0 g lo b I n other hand, frequency of overfeeding
in excess of 400 pounds was 33

percent. To avoid excess of weigh-
backs or empty feedbunks, accuracy
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Reduced weigh-back requires intensive feed management to ensure
the cows have access to feed at all times. A feed push-up four to five
hours prior to delivering fresh feed is essential to reach that goal.

Staff photo.

Dry hay: less than 25 pounds fresh
matter

Silages and wet corn co-products
(30 to 60 percent DM): less than 50
pounds fresh matter

First time feeding

Fresh TMR should be delivered
each day at the same time. If the
TMR is delivered one hour late of
the schedule, the cows will have
4 percent more time to consume
the feed, and the feedbunk may be
emptied before the fresh TMR is
dropped. On the other hand, the
weigh-backs will be in excess the
next day.

Recommendation: A deviation of less
than 10 minutes from the scheduled
feeding time, and cleaning out the
feedbunks within 10 minutes of fresh
TMR delivery

Feed push-ups

Frequent and scheduled push-ups
are essential to ensure all cows have
feed within their reach at all times.
Feed push-up frequency was evaluated
in the feeding management studies
discussed previously:

Ontario: Feed push-up frequency
ranged from zero to 20 times per day,
with an average frequency of 4.6 times
per day (36 percent of herds pushed
up feed less than four times per day).

Minnesota: The frequency of feed
push-up was 5.4 times daily (range
three to 12).

Cualifornia: Feed was pushed daily
between one and four times (47.7
percent of dairies), five and eight
times (42.4 percent), and nine or more
times (9.9 percent).
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Overall, these data indicate more
attention should be paid to feed push-
ups in North American commercial
dairies. When feeding for low
weigh-backs, push-ups during the four
to five hours before delivering fresh
feed is required because the amount
of feed available is becoming scarce.
Moreover, to keep TMR available at
each feed station, the TMR should be
evenly distributed along the feedbunk.

Recommendation: Daily feed push-ups
scheduled once per hour

Pen head counts

Open communication between
the herd manager and the feeding
technicians regarding pen movements
is crucial when feeding for low weigh-
backs. Because of the high number of
cow movements in the close-up dry
and fresh cow pens, it is recommended
to feed these pens for a higher weigh-
back rate (8 to 10 percent).

Summary

Feeding for low weigh-back rates
(2 to 3 percent) could reduce feed
costs. This strategy is feasible in high-
producing herds, but it requires a high
level of feeding management to assure
feed availability at all times. The main
areas of focus should be management
practices such as feeding and push-up
times, ingredient loading, DM
determination on silages and pen head
counts. PD
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